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On Sept. 23, in San Jose, Costa Rican Interior Minister Luis Fishman was taken hostage by
Honduran national Orlando Ordonez. For the previous four months, Fishman had conducted secret
negotiations with Ordonez, who told Fishman he belonged to a Honduran guerrilla group. The talks
were ostensibly aimed at arranging the return of two Hondurans who were "disappeared" from
Honduras in 1981. [Ordonez turned out to be a clever con artist with charges of fraud, blackmail and
rape pending against him in Honduras and Costa Rica. In Honduras, spokespersons for the former
rebel group with which Ordonez said he was affiliated, the Cinchoneros, denied any connection
with him. Ordonez' mother came forth to announce that her son was a member of the Honduran
military and had been affiliated with the secret police (Direccion Nacional de Inteligencia, DNI).
That information was subsequently confirmed by Honduran armed forces chief Gen. Luis Alonso
Discua. Spokespersons from the Honduran Human Rights Defense Committee (CODEH) said
Ordonez had made statements before the Committee in 1991 indicating that he had belonged to
the military's "official" death squad, Battalion 316. In August 1991, CODEH acceded to a request
from Ordonez to help him leave the country. At the time, Ordonez said he was being persecuted by
former colleagues from Battalion 316. Battalion 316 was singled out in the 1988-89 Inter- American
Court of Human Rights case against Honduras as the unit responsible for the disappearance of
about 150 persons during the early 1980s. In that precedent-setting case, the Court found the
Honduran state guilty of the crime of disappearance and ordered reparations paid to family
members of the victims. The specific cases tried by the Court included those of Hondurans Saul
Godinez and Manfredo Velasquez, the two individuals who Ordonez told Fishman were actually
alive and seeking return to Honduras. (For previous coverage of the Inter-American Court of
Human Rights case, see CAU 10/09/87, 01/22/88, 01/25/89.)] On the 23rd, Fishman, DNI chief Col.
Jose Manuel Luna and Honduran Bishop Luis Alfonso Santos of Santa Rosa de Copan gathered at
a San Jose high school for a meeting with Ordonez. Ordonez had supposedly called the three to the
meeting in order to inform them about when and where he would deliver the missing Hondurans.
Instead, Ordonez pulled out a pair of guns and forced the three to fly in a twin-engine aircraft to
Tegucigalpa, Honduras. There, in exchange for a promise of safe passage Mexico and US$100,000
in ransom paid by Fishman's relatives and friends, Ordonez released Fishman, Luna and Bishop
Santos. Seventeen hours after landing in Tegucigalpa, Ordonez flew to Mexico. On Oct. 2, after
receiving an extradition request from Costa Rican authorities, spokespersons from the Foreign
Ministry in Mexico reported that Ordonez' petition for political asylum had been turned down
and that he had left the country for an unknown destination. To date, his whereabouts remain
unknown, although the three most mentioned locations are the Vatican, Guatemala and Canada.
Of the many hypotheses which have surfaced in attempts to explain the incident, two have gained
prominence. The first is that the kidnapping was essentially a botched attempt to create doubt and
uncertainty regarding Honduran military involvement in the disappearance of about 150 persons in
the early 1980s, while simultaneously undermining the image of the Honduran human rights groups
which helped Ordonez leave Honduras in 1991. In the other, the abduction was part of a conflict
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between the intelligence agencies of the US and Israel. In both Tegucigalpa and San Jose, some
have described the incident as a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) operation designed to "punish"
Fishman for having allowed extensive penetration of the Costa Rican security and intelligence
organs by Israel. The incident has had two major repercussions so far. First, it has led to a chill in
relations between the governments of Costa Rica and Honduras, with high-level officials from the
two countries trading insults and accusations over responsibility for the incident. Second, opposition
sectors in Costa Rica have questioned Fishman's competence to head the country's police and
security forces. Costa Rican authorities are conducting an investigation into the incident, which
could lead to Fishman's removal from office. Legislative Assembly Deputy Rodrigo Gutierrez has
publicly charged that Fishman was used by military officers involved in drug trafficking as part of
a plan to discredit the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. Diplomats, legislative investigators,
and reporters are all seeking answers to a series of doubts and questions, including the following: *
How could Fishman have negotiated during a period of at least four months with Ordonez without
being aware of his criminal record? Ordonez had several criminal charges pending in Honduras
and Costa Rica, including a warrant for his arrest in Costa Rica in connection with the rape of a
minor. * Why did Fishman hold several meetings with Ordonez regarding the two disappeared
individuals without demanding evidence that they were alive? * How could a single individual,
armed with a 22-caliber pistol and a 38-caliber handgun, render Fishman and the chief of the DNI
helpless? In subsequent accounts of the incident, Fishman described the situation as "one person
being kidnapped by three others." * In 1991, Ordonez was involved in a plot to kidnap the wife of
Honduran President Rafael Callejas. President Callejas reportedly paid Ordonez a large sum of
money to leave the country following that ordeal. Why did DNI chief Luna keep this information
from Fishman? * After freeing Fishman in Tegucigalpa, Ordonez reportedly surrendered his
weapons before flying on to Mexico. Mexican officials have asked why the Honduran military
didn't arrest Ordonez at that point. * Why did the Mexican government allow Ordonez to leave
the country, and why did Costa Rican authorities allow six days to pass before presenting an
extradition request with Mexico? On Oct. 8, in Tegucigalpa, international human rights monitoring
group Americas Watch issued a press release denouncing the Fishman incident as an attempt by
Honduran authorities to cast doubt over the Inter-American Court of Human Rights ruling and
to avoid paying the court-ordered reparations to family members of the disappeared. As part of
the ruling, the Honduran government was ordered to pay reparations to the families of Godinez
and Velasquez totaling US$500,000. According to Honduran human rights activists, to date only
25% of this amount has been paid. Americas Watch also indicated that over the period covering
the previous 12 months, the Honduran government made "large payments" to Ordonez as part
of a plan which sought to help "sow doubts regarding the legitimacy of the Court verdicts." The
press release indicated that "if there is anyone who without doubt can clarify what happened to
Velasquez and Godinez, it is the Honduran military which was responsible for kidnapping them in
the first place." (Sources: Associated Press, Reuter, 10/02/92; Agence France- Presse, 09/23-30/92,
10/2-4/92, 10/06/92, 10/07/92; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE,
10/04/92, 10/06-08/92)
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